In this history of the medical, biological and social phenomenon of tarantism in the eighteenth century, Gino Di Mitri reconstructs the theories, debates, links and opposing views of savants, European and *Pugliesi* physicians, travellers, healers, patients and musicians at a crucial historical moment. At that time, opposition between the experimental knowledge of local physicians and the theoretical knowledge of academics---of which Di Mitri shows a profound understanding---became more and more relevant to the story of tarantism.

The first chapter presents an historical panorama of the doubts about, and the medical debate on, tarantism from the sixteenth century. Tarantism originated from the venom of the tarantula, but was also a disease simulated by women (*carnevaletti delle donne*) in order to enjoy music and escape the difficulties of family life. Di Mitri widens his research on the European debate of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries by drawing on the work of Etienne-François Geoffroy, Harald Vallerius and Luigi Desbout. These authors pay most attention to the power of music, considered as a remedy for or antidote to the venom of tarantula.

In the second chapter, Di Mitri studies the links between entomology and medicine at the beginning of the eighteenth century, the debate on the action of the venom of the tarantula and the identification of the spider (*Lycosa tarentula* vs *Latrodectus tredecimguttatus*). As he makes clear, the controversy about the real or simulated effects of tarantism was centred in experience. Physicians from Puglia, where the disease was widespread, testified that it was a real physical state seen with their own eyes. The original meaning of *autopsia* could be used to show the contrast between those who wrote about the disease only *ex auditu* and those who wrote *ex visu* and because of *didici, reperi, comperi* and so on.

Visual evidence of the disease becomes a major concern in the third chapter, in which the opposing views of two eighteenth-century physicians---Niccolò Caputi and Francesco Serao---are presented as examples of the changes in scientific thought. Di Mitri analyses the life and works of Caputi, a physician active in Puglia (Lecce) and husband of the *tarantata* Beatrice De Cesare. The medical cases narrated by Caputi can be used to show that there was no hiatus between the official medicine of the Enlightenment and the empirical and popular medical practice of music-therapy. But Caputi was a local physician who believed in the real action of the tarantula\'s venom, while Serao was a foreigner who attributed the disease to the prevailing melancholy of the inhabitants of Puglia. Francesco Serao is the model of the physician who never experienced the disease: he wrote his *Lezioni* in the Neapolitan academic milieu of theoretical knowledge: a theoretical knowledge so strong that it undermines even the visual testimony of the reality of the phenomenon. In fact, Serao cited two letters by an anonymous physician from Lecce in order to transform the phenomenon from poisoning to a melancholic disease; he did not deny its existence, merely changed its aetiology. Paradoxically, there was more scepticism in Baglivi\'s *carnevaletti delle donne* than in Serao\'s tarantism.

The fourth and final chapter deals with the Linnaean milieu of such authors as François Boissier de Sauvages, Charles Linnaeus, Mårten Kälher, Antonio Maria Minasi and Johann Christian Fabricius. The debate on the classification of the spider and the disease in the realm of nature led to the identification of the real venomous spider, the *Latrodectus tredecimguttatus*, by Pietro Rossi in 1790.

In this last chapter, the dialogue between ancient sources and critical bibliography produces one of the book\'s most important conclusions. Di Mitri underlines the continuity between past and present: observations of eighteenth-century physicians, healers and travellers could be said to anticipate the idea of tarantism found in twentieth-century psychiatric, ethnologic, anthropologic and social literature. This is the case of the concept of *transe* and of the ethno-psychiatric clinical interpretation of the phenomenon. Neverthe-less, Di Mitri does not forget that he is writing a book on the history of tarantism. In fact, the historical turning point of the ecstatic and enthusiastic behaviour of *tarantati* is the crucial advent of the Catholic Counter-Reformation in Puglia, a country characterized by the Greek rite. Thus, the last contribution of tarantism to the eighteenth century was the foundation of a syncretic system of treatment based on the three pillars of religion, magic and medicine.
